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Eating Babies Is Right and Wrong or
Neither of the Above:
Jonathan Swift and Huang Biyun

D. B. D. Asker
The reader may be in no doubt why it is wrong to eat
babies—infant cannibalism seen against the moral norm and
social taboo—but less clear under what circumstances it may be
considered right. If the title of my paper is in this sense
provocative, it is at least deliberate. The immediate rationale for
taking up the issue of infant cannibalism in literature is
occasioned by an article by Joseph Lau which appeared in the
Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese and my wish to provide
a commentary on it.1The purpose of the article was to announce
the arrival of a new voice in contemporary Hong Kong Chinese
fiction— Huang Biyun—a voice distinguished by its focus on
violence and horror, devoid of moral context or sanction.
I was profoundly disturbed by the images of repellent
violence and mutilation that recur in Huang's short stories. In
particular, I was struck by Lau’s reference to “Twin Cities Moon，
”
especially the vile eating of “a lovely pinkish dead foetus” by its
mother, Cao Qiqiao, and the confession in "Plenitude and
Sadness” that You Sheng makes: “The baby died and I was
hungry, so I ate it." Although these stories have not yet been fully
translated into English，I have no doubt that Lau’s account of
them is an accurate rendition of their content and force.2 As a
student of literature, I am familiar with no examples of adult (and

1The article in question is Lau (1999:49-63).
21understand that Joseph Lau and Eugene Eoyang are currently
engaged in translating the stories of Huang Biyun.
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adolescent) cannibalism in Western literature; Lau makes
reference to the practice of conquering heroes in The Water
Margin "devouring the flesh and blood of one's hated enemies"
and there are doubtless other examples from other literatures,
especially in folklore tales. In the Western humanist tradition
represented by Michel de Montaigne, as is well known,
cannibalism is described with some degree of toleration as part
of the cultural practices of ^exotic" peoples, that is, nonEuropeans (Montaigne 1958).3 Stories of marooned sailors or
victims of air disasters in which the dead are consumed to help
the living survive appear from time to time and the revulsion is
usually mixed with an understanding of the instinct to survive at
any cost. The taboo is certainly still very strong in all modern
cultures, but exceptions can be (and are) made.
The case is quite different, however, with respect to
babies. For the consumption of babies, there is (I would
suggest) a universal zero tolerance. A mother eating her own
offspring represents for most people a level of barbaric
degradation beneath which it is impossible to imagine civilized
existence. It is the example, to be sure, of nature inverted and
perverted: birth as a gastronomic opportunity, motherhood as the
ultimate auto-consumption. Whereas others may know of
examples of infant cannibalism in the literatures of the world, the
only example in the English canon I am familiar with is Swift's
satirical essay “A Modest Proposal，
” and even there the eating
of babies is only a proposal. As I read Lau's article, indeed, Swift
imposed him self upon me as sharing— equivocally and
ambiguously to be sure—Huang's preoccupation with images of
depraved horror. I do not know if Huang’s fiction includes
elements of an “excremental vision,” but if she does, the
association with Swift becomes yet stronger.4 Over 250 years
separate Swift from Huang (as well as other modern and
contemporary Chinese writers I will refer to in this paper), not to
3 Montaigne, as always, is delightfully fresh on this topic and
reveals a mind profoundly untouched by universalist, Europe-centered
notions of the barbaric and the civilized. His tolerance and generosity
are astonishing.
4 I am thinking here of Norman O. Brown's pioneering essay on
Swift (1959).
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speak of such cultural differences (effectively, barriers) as there
doubtless are. Yet I will ask a question regarding the similarities
in socio-economic temper between eighteenth-entury London
and late twentieth-century Hong Kong/China that may betray a
disquieting link across the ages and cultures.
For those who may not be familiar with Swift’s “A Modest
Proposal" (1729), a very brief description will be helpful. The
argument is that in a rationalist, “enlightenment” world, it is
reasonable (indeed, strictly rational) to solve the dual problems
of poverty and overpopulation by eating the unwanted children
of Ireland’s poor. Swift’s discourse achieves a radical form of
alienation by associating Irish Catholics, especially in the
domain of begetting children, with the breeding of animals. So, a
child is not born but is “dropt from its dam，
” and Swift proposes
that l(. . . one fourth part of the infants under two years old be
forthwith fattened, brought to market and sold for food . . . "
(Greenberg 1973: 502-509). Of course, the satire is aided and
abetted by the fictional device of reducing Irish Catholic babies
to an animalistic status—what has been described as le mythe
animal (cf. Pons 1925: 395)—so as to obviate moral repugnance
at their consumption. A central part of Swiffs genius is to create
an intensity of disgust conveyed ironically through the cool
language of an economic projector: the trick of it is essentially
rhetorical, though the premises and consequences are rooted in
the real world of politics and economics, starvation and
desperation. But Swift draws the line at mothers eating their own
babies, suggesting instead that others outside the family would
consume their meat. In his time, such an act would have
stretched even Swift’s very elastic boundaries of acceptable
taste. In this sense, Huang is at once more radical, and more
profoundly devoid of moral boundaries.
I want to argue that Swift and Huang share a similar
recourse to the trope of eating babies as an ingredient (sic) in
their various purposes, but to suggest as well that this similarity
may be quite deceptive. To remain with the similarities for the
moment, we may take up a question that Lau posed in his
article. Comparing Huang with an earlier writer, Wu Zuxiang,
whose fictional violence was predicated on a subversive
ideology，Lau writes: “one wonders what ‘ideology’ had taken
hold of Huang Biyun for her fictional world to be so suffused with
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violence" (Lau 1999: 154). Earlier in his article, Lau had quoted
Huang’s autobiographical essay “My Lasting Love Affair with
Airports” in which she recounts her experiences as a wartime
journalist in Vietnam and Cambodia. She writes, "To me,
however, these gunshots are no different from [songs of the]
nightingale” and “gunshots can just be as much a part of daily
life as Coca Cola.” The cliched image of the world-weary, cynical
journalist whose life has been turned inside out by the ravages
of war is implicitly given as one reason why Huang would adopt
violence (and cannibalism as its extreme representation) as a
key motif in her fiction. There is a hint of romantic selfindulgence in this rather shop-worn concept. I am not persuaded
that a journalist's experience of war would entirely account for
Huang's perverted vision. In any event, it certainly does not
represent an “ideology” on which to ground infant cannibalism，
though it may signal the death of the moral framework in which
“ideology” or violence has any meaning.
There are hints, too, that some early childhood experience
一violence at home, perhaps—could have been a seminal
influence on Huang!s preoccupations. This may or may not be
true. But the temptation to provide an amateur psychologist's
gloss on the likelihood of a negative experience in early life
obliging a mature-life fiction saturated with violence and infant
cannibalism is one that will here be resisted. More relevant, I
feel, is a consideration of the social and economic conditions
which produced Swift and Huang respectively. As is well known,
Swift’s invocation of his economic projector resulted from his
hatred—not too strong a word—against the rationalist economic
theories of his day and the thrusting free-market political
philosophy of a nation on the verge of a vigorous and “driven”
colonialism.
George Wittkowsky provides for us the key economic
background against which Swifts bitter attack on the blindness
of his society can best be set (Wittkowsky 1943: 75-104). The
economic theories that predate Adam Smith may seem obscure
today but at the time Swift was writing, mercantalist theories of
labor were widely known. Mercantalism, as a broad concept
which includes a large range of subsidiary ideas, varied in its
practice from country to country. In the British context, however,
a key aspect was the view that labor, including child labor, is
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seen as a commodity, much like any other. The catchphrase—
"People are the riches of the nation"—derives from this time, but
it is pregnant with negative (if not sinister) connotations. It
implies the statistical tradition of “Political Arithmetic,” which
sought to apply the science of statistics to the problems of
population and poverty, in which tradition the name of Malthus
stands out. The theory is based on encouraging people to have
more and more children as, in Hekscher’s words, “[i]n the
mercantalist view no child was too young to go into industry,5
Children too young to work were classified with the aged and the
infirm as the impotent poor/'6 and were an appendage to the
needs of the state. Allied to this view of the value of people, and
especially children, is the philosophy of economic “statism,”
which embodies the notion that the economic good of the state
must overshadow the welfare of the individual, adult and child
alike.
I am suggesting of course that Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”
is not a simple example of belles-lettres but is in fact deeply
imbued with the economic theories of the age which touched
upon the condition of the poor and in particular the colonized
poor of Ireland. As W ittkow sky show s，S w ift’s essay is
essentially a burlesque of the many economic “proposals” for
economic management of the population (and especially
poverty) that were in circulation at the time he was writing. The
essay is saturated with socio-economic theory—a theory that it
ridicules by taking it to the logical conclusions that its inhumanity
implies. If people are commodities, just like cows, sheep or
cotton, what harm can there be in treating them with the same
rationalistic spirit of enterprise? If the "impotent poor;>, that is,
5 See Eli F. Hekscher's Mercantalism (1935), II. 155 (quoted in
Wittkowsky 1943: 79).
6 Wittkowsky (1943: 85) reports an astoundingly cruel scheme in
the eighteenth century to manage the poor through a joint-stock
company. The purpose of course was to manage them for a profit. This
is an instance of a commercial, speculative frame of mind that has
slipped into treating poor people as a distinct species that can be
manipulated by a state (because the economic situation of the state is
more important than the welfare of the individual) just like any other
commodity.
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babies, are commodities whose only use is to be eaten, let them
be eaten and let there be a fair market for buying and selling.
If the barbarities and the peculiar economic theories of his
age led S w ift to posit a perverse world in which it was
reasonable to eat babies, what economic and social factors
might we find to drive Huang Biyun in the same direction in
contemporary Hong Kong? The first thing to be said is that the
poverty of Ireland in the early eighteenth century and the misery
which stemmed from it can only loosely be compared with the
situation of postwar Hong Kong, though the hardships in
mainland China may come depressingly close. Also, there is a
difference between a literary tract, with obvious economic and
political features，and a work of fiction in which any “polemic” will
be concealed within the literary conventions and will not be
made explicit in the form of satiric commentary on current
economic ideas—literary genres simply do not usually allow
such direct references, especially in contemporary "postmodern"
varieties. But one wonders whether aspects of mercantalism are
not alive and well today and whether some parts o f the
philosophy that saw people as commodities, or elements in a
market or state economy, do not still thrive and find a shadowy
representation in contemporary Hong Kong fiction. At the
forefront of market-driven economies and a rushed spirit of
commercial success at (almost) any cost, Hong Kong may be
considered the entrepreneurial spearhead that sees economic
success as the end that becomes its own means. This is not to
imply that Hong Kong people behave with barbarism to each
other, just as most Irish people did not butcher and eat their
fellow human beings. At issue is a set of social conditions that
literature holds up to the light in order to expose inherent (and
largely unseen) dangers. Certainly, the "statist" perspective in
which the individual’s welfare is subservient to the needs of the
state is familiar in the Asian context, as elsewhere, as so many
recent debates about human (individual) rights and the
requirements of the nation attest. As we shall later note,
instances of cannibalism in modern China are legion, and attest
to the starvation and poverty that have at times prevailed—
especially in the countryside. I am not sure what the relationship
is between “statist” ideas and the incidence of rural cannibalism,
and to this must be added the very powerful, decisive factor of

Eating Babies is Right and Wrong or Neither of the Above

137

hunger and starvation. Tentatively, what can be said is that the
conditions of poverty, starvation, commodification, and an
uncertain appreciation for individual rights against those of the
state—all these are common to Swift and Huang Biyun and may
certainly play their part in the creation of barbarous and
cannibalistic fiction.
But I do not want to overstate this argument because Swift
and Huang Biyun, eighteenth-century Ireland and contemporary
Hong Kong, are different in more obvious ways than they are the
same. However, let me quote two passages from the historian
Fynes Moryson,7which Wittkowsky argues are the inspiration for
Swift's baby-eating polemic, and follow these quotes with three
passages from Huang Biyun’s story “Losing the City” （
S/?/_
cheng):
Sir Arthur Chichester. . . . saw a most horrible spectacle of three
children (whereof the eldest was not above ten years old) all
eating and gnawing with their teeth the entrails of their dead
mother, upon whose flesh they had fed 20 days past, and having
eaten all from the feet upward to the bare bones, roasting it
continually by a slow fire, were now coming to the eating of her
said entrails in like sort roasted, yet not divided from the body,
being as yet raw.
. . . the common sort of the rebels were driven to unspeakable
extremities . . - Capt. Trevor and many honest gentlemen lying in
the Newry can witness, that some old women of those parts,
used to make a fire in the fields, and divers little children driving
out the cattle in the cold mornings, and coming thither to warm
them, were by them surprised, killed, and eaten, which at last
was discovered by a great girl breaking from them by strength of
her body.

These quotes were the basis for arguments made by
Swiffs great friend and collaborator Thomas Sheridan in volume
17 of The Intelligencer, which Swift would certainly have read.
The topic was poverty in Ireland. Notwithstanding Huang Biyun’s
experiences in war zones, she is unlikely to have experienced
poverty and desperation quite at this level in postwar Hong
7
See Fynes Moryson's History of Ireland (1735), II. 282-83
(quoted in Wittkowsky 1943: 93).
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Kong, though she would undoubtedly be aware of the poverty in
China that has led to widespread stories of cannibalism.8 But
nothing could prepare the reader for the horror and despair of
H uang’s fictio n , saturated as it is with blood and love
transformed to the moral necessity to murder your children. I
quote three passages:
To my own surprise, I actually hit Mei. Ming Ming had come back
from school, and Siu Yi and Siu Yuen were both hungry, so Ming
Ming took them into the kitchen. Mei was still very dejected, I
heard her pottering about in the kitchen, leaving the kids to look
after themselves. A while later, they started to cry. I went in. The
kids' mouths were all spattered with blood, and in their hands
they were holding some meat, also covered with blood. Mei was
shouting orders at them in a low voice，“Eat it_ Eat it. Eat it to
drive away the devil! The curse of death is upon us!,f She, too,
scooped up a spoonful of raw meat and blood to put it into her
own mouth. (Huang 1998: 221)
Six of us in the family now, and like every family in Hong Kong,
we lived in peace—temporarily, fearfully. Like every housewife
too, Mei took the kids to school, remembered the price of food,
and dressed herself up for parent-teacher day. Ming Ming grew
more garrulous, and she'd use triad jargon in the melodramatic
manner of TV soap opera stars. Siu Yi broke all the glasses in
the house, and Siu Yuen never grew tired of falling ill—
diarrhoea, fever, rashes. Life became an impossibly complicated
prescription— two doses of this, three spoonfuls of that.
Meanwhile, the design plans piled high on my desks, and at
weekends I still had to go to karaoke bars with the developers
and contractors, eat seafood contaminated with heavy metal and
all sorts of poisons, spend money like crazy and earn money like
crazy. All of a sudden, I began to miss my life in Canada and
America—that solid sense of loneliness and fear—because I
was then sober and clear-headed. But I had no other choice . . .
I loved my family, so I made the decision for them. (Huang 1998:
223)

8
For an account of stories of cannibalism in modern China, see
Zheng Yi (1996).
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*The children were aged three, four, six, and seven. The two
girls aged six and seven are in this room.” The inspector opened
the door. The eldest girl was slumped over her desk. She had
been drawing when the back of her head was smashed open by
a hard object, leaving a wound the shape of a star. The younger
girl was lying on the bed, a blood-stained teddy bear in her arms,
but her head was almost severed from her body. In the middle of
the room was a large pool of blood with a severed finger. It was
clear that she had been killed before her body was lifted on to
the bed. 'The two boys, aged three and four, are here. At first I
thought they were asleep■，
’ The inspector opened the door to
another room. And now the forensic pathologist and
photographer had arrived and the camera was flashing and
clicking. The two boys were lying prone in bed and still covered
with a blanket. But the wall was splattered with blood. The backs
of their heads also had star-shaped wounds, and their skulls
were fractured. “The murder weapons?” The inspector replied，
ltThe suspect has wrapped them up in a plastic bag. He has
even marked it with a sticker which says, 'Weapons: one iron
rod, one knife?’ （
Huang 1998: 209-10)

The point to be made is that Swift's response to the economic
woes of his homeland, made explicit by examples of infant
cannibalism, is an ironic parody of dangerous socio-economic
theories when inappropriately or excessively applied, and
without the benefit of a moral or ethical perspective. It is ironic
because it reveals the moral code that Swift believes in and
thinks to be trashed by current economic and political practice.
In other words, his purpose is inherently positive, even if his
viciousness and anger carry a very negative resonance.9* Swift
wishes to say that eating babies is wrong, except in a universe
in which the cruel exploitation of “the riches of a nation” is
9 F.R. Leavis argues that it is the play of the ^positive" and the
“negative” that gives “A Modest Proposal” its peculiar intensity “to
defeat habit, to intimidate and to demoralize.11 Leavis goes further in
arguing that the problem with Swift is that the implied reference to
positive standards—standards in which people are not cruel to each
other in the name of some economic theory—is masked by disgust and
becomes “purely destructive” （
Leavis 1952: 74-77).
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sanctioned by an economic theory. In this context, eating babies
is right in a society that is morally wrong. But the notion of there
being a right and wrong remains a stable perspective. For Swift
(as well as Huang Biyun), contem porary evidence of
cannibalism was available to provide a striking image to
underscore his argument in exaggerated form.
However, with Huang Biyun, we are in a different universe
in which violence (and infant cannibalism is its most perverse
representation) is not necessarily in a binary relationship with
non-violence because the notion of moral or ethical polarities
has collapsed at the social and family levels. Lau makes
reference to this by citing Robbe-Grillet, whose notion of
existential valuelessness provides the missing ideology to
Huang Biyun's fiction, even if this ideology is itself opposed to
Ideology" as such. But in a fictional world, the presentation of
violence and cannibalism must have a purpose of some kind or
the author (presumably) would choose to omit it. The inclusion
—indeed the foregrounding—of violence and cannibalism is a
conscious intention that provokes in the reader reflection on its
significance, if not its purpose. Such reflection may include
acknowledgment of a deeply skeptical attitude toward any
current or potential moral or ethical system. This is not to say
that the author of a story believes that eating babies in the real
world or murdering them is a neutral act committed by madmen
and about which nothing is felt. Rather, the author wishes to
challenge and undermine the ethical systems that we think we
live by and to disturb any lingering beliefs we may have in a
moral universe in the local Hong Kong context. The effect is to
disturb, to open the trap-door not only of barbarism but of a
world where ethical precepts are contingent. The result in the
reader is a profound disquiet and an equivocal acceptance of
horror, dissociated from the real, but rooted in the familiar
struggle of a Hong Kong family to emigrate only to return home
to face the inevitable consequences of the life they lead.
An earlier example of Chinese literature that connects
directly with Huang Biyun, and indirectly with Swift, is Lu Xun's
“Diary of a Madman” （
Ktvangfren r')7)(Lu Xun 1990). The theme of
cannibalism is here treated with deliberation and carries clear
allegorical overtones. The story is a classic in modern Chinese
literature, recounting the tale of a man who becomes convinced
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that those around him are part of a cannibalistic conspiracy, with
him as a prime target for the dinner plate. Clearly a parable, Lu
Xun seems to challenge the prejudices of traditional Chinese
society whereby the older generation metaphorically Heat" their
children by chaining them to ancient and increasingly redundant
verities, what Huang Biyun calls “the love-cross.” William Lyell
contends that Lu Xun’s purpose was to mount a “withering attack
on traditional Chinese society, portraying it as a cannibalistic
feast with strong characters literally devouring weak ones while
hypocritically cloaking their own barbarism in the high-sounding
moralistic language of Confucianism" (Lu Xun 1990: xxi). The
“madman” interprets even the children’s wish to eat him with the
realization that ^their fathers and mothers have taught them to
be like that!” implying that the father-child relationship was
implicated not in honorable lineage but in corruption. At one
point, the “madman” attempts to persuade his neighbours that
they can change: “You ought to know that in the future they’re
not going to allow cannibalism anymore . . . a real human being
is to come along and eradicate the lot of you … ” The reference
to a real human being suggests a new generation of people who
have escaped from cannibalism, ((maybe some children who still
haven’t eaten human flesh.”
It is inconceivable that Huang Biyun was not aware of Lu
Xun's story or of his fundamental wish to transform the Chinese
psyche” （
Lyell 1990: xxxi) by revealing the moral emptiness of
the Confucian shell in the modern highly commercialised,
commodified Chinese context. It is also probable that she was
aware of instances of violence and cannibalism in Chinese
culture generally. Kenny Ng has related some of these stories in
a recent article, noting especially the many accounts of feral
cannibalism that have been reported during the famines in China
since the Second World War (Ng 1998: 103-30). Ng!s actual
focus is on another contemporary work of fiction, Mo Yan’s
Wineland (Jiuguo), and especially the story "Flesh Child), in
which a desperately poor father trades in his son to the
gastronomy institute so that the Party cadres can feast on
“Braised Baby_” This takes us directly back to Swift’s satire on
eighteenth-century notions of people as commodities to be
traded on the open market and the right of those in power to
feed off the poor, metaphorically and literally. The most common
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element that unites Mo Yan and Swift is poverty, especially
among the rural poor. Both writers feature an agrarian peasantry
exploited by the political and economic dictates of an urbancentered mentality. The exploiter and the exploited are defined
not only in terms of “native” and “foreigner,” but also of country
and city, those with access to the levers of power and those with
none. Certainly, the epithet l,SwiftianMmay be applied very aptly
to Mo Yan.
Yet aware as Huang Biyun must be of modern and
contemporary writers who resort to the cannibalistic motif, she is
quite different from them. Lu Xun and Mo Yan (and Swift) clearly
have a polemical purpose. For them, poverty is wrong and there
is something that can be done to right that wrong and create a
more just society. Revolutionaries may be able to change society
by revealing the hypocrisy of the Confucian heritage; corrupt
Party cadres can be prevented from consuming agrarian
peasants (literally and metaphorically). Huang Biyun’s stories, in
contrast, posit no positive against a negative, as I have
described above. The challenge that she lays down is not to
open the eyes of her contemporaries so that social action may
lead to social progress and the improvement of society but to
open the eyes to the absence of context and perspective. Eating
babies becomes therefore neither right nor wrong. Neither is it a
matter of nineteeth-century nihilism—the rejection of all moral or
religious principles—because rejection requires opposition and
opposition implies the binary system of choice. Closer to Huang
Biyun's apparent point of view is an extreme form of skepticism
in which sheer contemporary existence obviates human systems
of ethical conceptualizing. Swift in eighteenth-century London
describes a baby-eating world because he opposed the distorted
values that made such barbarism credible. Huang Biyun
presents cannibalistic mothers in contemporary China as
enclosed in a metafictional, and hence value-less, literary void.
Huang Biyun in this sense accepts the “rightness” of eating
babies in her self-referring narrative. Yet we cannot say that her
fiction presents an "escape" from the world through clever
postmodern narrative techniques, because her concerns
(women, the family, emigration, contemporary Hong Kong, love)
have the force of personal engagement. It is this and her
commitment to the imagination that is likely to make her fiction of
more enduring power than can be achieved by polemical means.
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